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More Than a Copy: Joseph Haydn’s Menuet al roverso in Context1 




The third movement of Symphony No. 47 has long been celebrated as one of Haydn’s 
most extraordinary experiments: after the regular first rendering, the music must be 
played backwards note for note. More recent research, however, has clarified that 
Haydn’s solution is not without precedents, inevitably implying as if his piece were a 
mere copy of earlier examples of an existing tradition. This article examines one by one 
the palindromic minuets the composer may have been familiar with at the time of 
writing the symphony, eventually suggesting that Haydn’s contribution introduced two 
important new elements: he increased the dimensions of the piece so that it could 
function as a self-contained symphonic movement, and he allowed metric ambiguity to 
play a central role in the construction. In conclusion I briefly survey the later history of 
“crab minuets” and propose that, as Haydn’s outstanding contribution faded from 





While the nickname “Palindrome” for Joseph Haydn’s Symphony No. 47 in G has never 
gained a foothold in the literature, the extraordinary third movement of the work has 
long provoked enthusiastic comments from students of the composer’s music.  Reginald 
Barrett-Ayres was particularly impressed by the aesthetic balance of Haydn’s music:  the 
minuet and its trio sound “equally beautiful played backwards or forwards; both are not 
only acceptable but entirely enchanting.”2 Robbins Landon also found special delight in 
the euphony of the piece, but felt compelled to point out how “Haydn has taken great 
pains so that the orchestration and placement of dynamic marks help one to hear the 
music when it is played in reverse,” and suggested that the composer’s recycling of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  ∗At the time of working on this article the author was supported by a Bolyai Research Fellowship of the 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences.  I am grateful to my editor Michael Ruhling for his help in polishing my 
English prose, as well as his assistance with the preparation of some of the music examples.	  
	  
2 Reginald Barrett-Ayres, Joseph Haydn and the string quartet (London: Barrie & Jenkins, 1974), 83. 
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piece in his A-major keyboard sonata (Hob. XVI:26) likely reflected Prince Nicolaus’s 
special fondness for this curious minuet.3 Klaus-Karl Hübler set a more philosophical 
tone by proposing that the formal construction of Haydn’s piece was in fact a musical 
demonstration of one of the basic intellectual axioms of the eighteenth century: 
 
[T]he classical cadence is definitely goal-oriented; the sequence of functions in 
the tonal cadence is not reversible as a matter of principle.  Against this 
background a construction that overrides the tendency of the material (even if 
only for a moment, and under certain conditions) realizes the utopia of the 
Enlightenment that everything determined naturally must yield to whatever is 
conceived rationally.4 
 
By contrast, Gretchen Wheelock assumed that the composer might have been more 
interested in ironically reflecting on such philosophical principles than in demonstrating 
them in all seriousness, therefore both performers and listeners of Haydn’s al roverso 
minuet and trio should primarily contemplate “the rhetorical absurdity that a speech 
will make as much sense going from the end to the beginning as from beginning to 
end.”5 Finally, Mark Evan Bonds simply cherished Haydn’s minuet as “[t]he most 
extraordinary of all canonic movements” from the much-discussed “Sturm und Drang” 
period of the composer’s oeuvre.6 
 
This general fascination apparently had its backlash as well, insofar as most scholars 
have tended to interpret Haydn’s palindromic minuet as a unique stroke of genius, an 
extraordinary experiment, as it were, without paying much heed to its contemporary 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 H. C. Robbins Landon, Haydn: Chronicle and Works Vol. II: Haydn at Eszterháza 1766–1790 (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1978), 305 and 342. 
 
4 “[D]ie klassische Kadenz ist eindeutig zielgerichtet, die Funktionsfolge der tonalen Kadenz prinzipiell 
nicht umkehrbar. Vor diesem Hintergrund verwirklicht eine Konstruktion, die die Tendenz des Materials 
(sei es auch nur für einen Moment und unter bestimmten Bedingungen) aufhebt, die Utopie der 
Aufklärung, daß alles naturhaft Vorgegebene dem weichen müsse, was vernünftig gedacht sei.” Klaus-Karl 
Hübler: “‘Zusetzen, wegschneiden, wagen’: Anmerkungen zu einigen Versuchen Joseph Haydns,” in 
Joseph Haydn (Musik-Konzepte 41), ed. Heinz-Klaus Metzger, Rainer Riehn (Munich: Boorberg, 1985): 
25-45. 
 
5 Gretchen A. Wheelock, Haydn’s ingenious jesting with art: contexts of musical wit and humor (New 
York: Schirmer Books, 1992), 67. 
 
6 Mark Evan Bonds, “Haydn’s ‘Cours complet de la composition’ and the Sturm und Drang,” in Haydn 
studies, ed. W. Dean Sutcliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 166. 
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context, namely a few more or less contemporary pieces constructed along the same 
structural principles. The most extreme reading has come from Arnold Schering, who 
went as far as to assume that Haydn’s instructing his musicians to read al roverso, i.e. 
from right to left, must have aimed—quasi more ebraico—at depicting an imaginary 
Jewish character.7 Indeed, the impression that Haydn’s minuet was absolutely 
exceptional, and should therefore invite programmatic interpretations of this 
extraordinary kind, was dispelled for good only in the mid-1990s by two all-important 
contributions by Sonja Gerlach and Ulrich Leisinger. In her 1996 discussion of Haydn’s 
pre-1774 symphonies Gerlach pointed out that the reputed theorist Joseph Riepel had 
discussed the so-called “crab minuet” (Krebsen-Menuet) already in the 1750s, and drew 
attention to Johann Adam Hiller’s Musikalische Nachrichten und Anmerkungen, which 
had discussed and reprinted a similar piece by Carl Philip Emanuel Bach in the spring of 
1770.8 Leisinger’s slightly earlier contribution (concerned less with the symphonic 
version than the minuet’s reuse in the A-major keyboard sonata) outlined an even wider 
context by identifying the original source of Bach’s piece in his own Musikalisches 
Vielerley, and adding a third musical parallel by none other than Gregor Joseph 
Werner, Haydn’s predecessor and senior colleague at the head of the Esterházy music 
establishment.9 Due to the overarching narrative of their respective monographs, 
however, neither Gerlach nor Leisinger seemed invested in taking a closer look at these 
palindromic pieces, thereby inevitably, though tacitly, giving the impression that 
Haydn’s contribution had presented little that was new. In the present study I seek to 
make up for this omission by examining one-by-one the aforementioned “crab minuets,” 
each of which, as I shall argue, Haydn could easily have known. By thus sorting out the 
characteristics that more or less inevitably result from the use of a palindromic form, I 
will demonstrate that certain singular features in Haydn’s contribution make it the 
outstanding example of this curious subgenre. 
 
II. Gregor Joseph Werner’s Menuetto cancrizante (1748) 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Arnold Schering, “Bemerkungen zu Joseph Haydns Programmsinfonien,” in idem, Vom musikalischen 
Kunstwerk, 2nd edition, ed. Friedrich Blume (Leipzig: Koehler & Amelang, 1951), 275. 
 
8 Sonja Gerlach, “Joseph Haydns Sinfonien bis 1774. Studien zur Chronologie,” Haydn-Studien VII. 1-2 
(May 1996),  178. 
 
9 Ulrich Leisinger, Joseph Haydn und die Entwicklung des klassischen Klavierstils bis ca. 1785, Neue 
Heidelberger Studien zur Musikwissenschaft 23 (Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 1994), 274-275. 
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Werner’s Neuer und sehr curios-musicalischer Instrumental-Calender, published in 
Augsburg in 1748, devotes a brief partita for two violins and basso to each of the twelve 
months. The gradual changes in the length of days and nights are numerically reflected 
in the structure of the two-voice minuet movements: in January the first part is 9 
measures long, while the second comprises 15 measures; the two minuets of February 
include 10+14 and 11+13 measures, respectively; and in March we reach the equinox 
with a movement divided symmetrically into 12+12 measures. But the days are still 
drawing out: April features a minuet put together from two halves of 13 and 11 
measures, respectively; the process continues in two further movements in May (14+10 
and 15+9), and we reach the summer solstice in June with a minuet the second section 
of which doubles the length of the first. On this important day the sun enters Cancer, 
and, fittingly, Werner adds to this month yet another minuet entitled Il sole in gambaro 
(“The Sun in Cancer,”  see Example 1).  
 
In accordance with its suggestive title, this movement is constructed as a palindrome. 
The axis of symmetry is the bar line between measures 4 and 5, and the sense of 
“swinging back” is enhanced by the tie connecting the two gs—as if the bass had not 
been able to climb higher, it starts gradually to roll backwards. The change of direction 
seems all the easier, since bars 3 and 4 presented a tonic–dominant–tonic progression 
embellished with passing chords and notes that flow equally softly both ways (even if the 
harmonic weight of vi is inevitably greater on the downbeat of bar 6 than on the last beat 
of bar 3). The problem of cadential irreversibility pointed out by Klaus-Karl Hübler thus 
only arises in bar 7, but Werner’s solution is nothing less than masterly: the interval c–a' 
he uses in bars 2 and 7 proves Janus-faced, and can be heard as representing either the 
dominant or the predominant, depending on the context.10 At its first appearance, the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Note that in the Basso part the c' has figure 6 on top; if the continuo adds a full sixth-chord, the 
ambiguity I refer to is somewhat spoiled. Indeed, I wonder whether this chord indication may have been 
supplied by the careless publisher rather than Werner himself.  In any case, the composer likely used the 
“empty” sixth here on purpose, since in bars 10 and 15 he exploits the same ambiguity (this time the 
figures also reinforce the Janus-faced reading). 
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ambiguous sixth appears after two beats of dominant, therefore the listener inevitably 
hears the descending bass as adding the seventh of the same harmony, aptly leading the 
Example 1:  Gregor Joseph Werner, Menuetto cancrizante from Neuer und 
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dominant to one of its textbook resolutions on I6 via a V42 chord. By contrast, when the 
same c–a arrives after the first-inversion tonic on the downbeat of bar 7, it assumes the 
character of a strong predominant that prepares the dominant of the final cadence. 
Overall, by avoiding a clear sense of direction in bars 3-4, but encoding the possibility of 
a perfect final cadence in the unassuming dominant of bar 2, Werner successfully 
construed an eight-bar phrase that less-initiated listeners might easily have accepted as 
perfectly “normal,” without necessarily realizing the elaborate symmetrical construction 
hinted in its title. 
 
The quasi “seconda parte” is conspicuously similar to the first. The opening bar again 
presents a single melodic note supported by an arpeggiated bass—apparently the 
inevitable opening, if the retrograde version is to conclude convincingly, with one of the 
deeply entrenched cadential formulas. Furthermore, in bars 10–11 the bass again 
descends via V42 and I6 from the dominant to the tonic, albeit here with the latter half of 
this progression elaborated with parallel, rather than contrary, motion in the main notes 
of the melody. The axis of symmetry is once again tied over in the bass, which now 
prolongs a dominant harmony throughout bars 12-13. Thanks to this, the turnaround is 
again thoroughly unproblematic, and the ambiguous sixth g–e makes possible yet 
another strong final cadence. 
 
Intriguingly, Werner realized that in this special case a routine da Capo instruction 
could also be viewed as yet another retrograde reading, and saw to alerting his 
performers to this possibility by adding a remark at the end: Da Capo la prima Parte. 
Allora si Comincia al fine retrogrado sin al principio. By the same token, he was also 
careful to ignore the usual practice of writing out accidentals only once in a measure: by 
prescribing the cautionary sharp for each relevant note, he made it easier for the 
musicians to read their music from right to left (even if such a reading may have 
remained a purely theoretical option, since the piece could perfectly well be performed 
by reading it from left to right again and again). 
 
III. Joseph Riepel’s Minuetto cancrino (1752) 
 
While there is no direct evidence that Haydn would have known Werner’s Instrumental-
Calender, one may plausibly assume that he could have come across one of the better-
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known publications of his senior colleague, especially since Werner’s cycle has 
sometimes been mentioned as a possible precursor for the Tageszeiten symphonies, 
which Haydn wrote at the explicit request of Prince Paul Anton Esterházy, Werner’s 
long-time patron.11  Haydn was certainly familiar with Riepel’s theoretical views, for he 
owned a copy of his Grundregeln zur Tonordnung insgemein, the second volume of his 
Anfangsgründe zur musicalischen Setzkunst.12  But whether or not Haydn consulted the 
first volume entitled Rhythmopoeia, oder von der Tactordnung, which includes Riepel’s 
detailed discussion of the Krebsen-Menuet, cannot be established with certainty. In the 
treatise, written as a dialogue, this curious topic is brought up by the Student 
(Discipulus), who immediately mentions that he does not fully understand what the 
term means. The ever-patient Master (Praeceptor) first of all remarks that “in the 
composition one has to look for very different and more useful things,” but nonetheless 
reluctantly explains that a Krebsen-Menuet results from the emulation of certain Latin 
poems that could also be read backwards, letter for letter.13 In support of this 
explanation, the Master also provides an example apparently off the top of his head, 
which in effect grows out of a minuet from the previous page with but minimal 
alterations (see Example 2).  
 
Example 2: Joseph Riepel, Minuetto cancrino (first version). 
	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 The significance of the calendar—more specifically the motion of the sun—for the interpretation of 
Haydn’s symphonic trilogy has recently been explored in detail by Elaine Sisman; see her “Haydn’s solar 
poetics: The Tageszeiten symphonies and Enlightenment knowledge,” Journal of the American 
Musicological Society 66 (2013): 5-102. 
 
12 Joseph Riepel, Anfangsgründe zur musicalischen Setzkunst. Vol. 2, Grundregeln zur Tonordnung 
insgemein (Frankfurt, 1755). The title appears on the list of Haydn’s personal library; see H. C. Robbins 
Landon, Haydn: Chronicle and works Vol. V: Haydn: The late years 1801–1809 (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1977), 314 and 403. It should be noted that this volume of Riepel’s compendium also discusses 
minuets in part associated with retrograde performance (see 129-130). 
 
13 “[D]enn man hat in der Composition weit andere und nützlichere Sachen zu suchen.” Joseph Riepel, 
Anfangsgründe zur musicalischen Setzkunst. Vol. 1. De Rhythmopoeïa oder Von der Taktordnung 
(Regensburg, 1752), 14-15. 
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In view of the quasi-extemporized nature of this Minuetto cancrino, it comes as little 
wonder that the piece proves more rudimentary than Werner’s Menuetto cancrizante in 
every respect, except for its double length (for the retrograde is here not embedded in 
the written-out music). The opening bar once again pairs a dotted half note in the 
melody with an arpeggiated bass, but bar 2 safely leads us back to I, rather than starting 
a longer harmonic progression. Admittedly, the shadow of the predominant appears at 
the beginning of bar 3, but the minor third built on the second scale degree proves less 
Janus-faced than its inversion: just as the ii is less distinctive than Werner’s ii6, when 
read backwards, the d–f also vaguely prolongs the preceding dominant without a clear 
sense of direction. Bar 4 cadences on the tonic, and the subsequent oscillation between I 
and V may even suggest a sense of helplessness, broken only by the d–f third in the 
penultimate measure (once again providing a somewhat shaky predominant in the 
retrograde version, which does not even appear where the overall form would most 
require it). 
 
As I have hinted, the only aspect in Riepel’s example which may seem slightly more 
complex than Il Sole in Gambaro is the length: whereas the first eight bars of Werner’s 
piece already included the “resolution” as well, the Master expects his disciple to realize 
a minuet of altogether sixteen bars on the basis of the printed eight-measure model. 
Indeed, when the Student at first sight fails to grasp how the continuation is to be 
generated, the Master adds a few more remarks, and eventually admits that, if the 
analogy with the aforementioned Latin poems were taken literally, such a Krebsen-
Menuet should actually look more compressed (see Example 3). Nevertheless, as he 
adds in obvious disappointment, “this would be nothing but eternal repetition.”14   
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 “Dieß wäre aber nichts als eine ewige Wiederholung.” Ibid. 
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IV. Carl Philip Emanuel Bach’s Minuet in C major (Wq 116.5, H216; 1766?) 
 
As could be expected from one of the “original geniuses” of the eighteenth century, the 
complexity of C. P. E. Bach’s palindromic minuet overshadows that of the examples by 
both Riepel and Werner. The piece was published in 1770 in Bach’s own music serial 
Musikalisches Vielerley, in two different forms.  The first, on page 20, is presented as a 
kind of riddle, leaving an empty pair of staves after the notated eight bars to prompt the 
readers to try their hands at the solution themselves (see Example 4). The second, on 
page 48, is presented already “deciphered” in its full 16-measure form, and 
complemented by an independent (and non-palindromic) trio labeled Zweyte Menuet 
(see Example 5).15   
 
The first thing to point out is that the condensed version (on page 20) is more trickily 
encoded than Riepel’s or Werner’s minuets, insofar as the 16-measure resolution is not 
produced by a straightforward reading of the eight printed bars first forward and then 
backwards. Instead, it is only the opening four-measure chunk that is to be played 
regularly, while bars 5-8 must then follow backwards; whereas the second half of the 
minuet results from playing bars 5-8 regularly, i.e. from left to right, but then adding the 
retrograde of bars 1-4.  Obviously, if bars. 5-8 were printed in retrograde form, Bach’s  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Presumably misinterpreting a short-hand hint at the “crab” form of the piece, Wotquenne’s work list 
tentatively attributes the palindromic minuet to another composer: “Das erste Menuett ist von Krebs.” See 
Alfred Wotquenne, Thematisches Verzeichnis der Werke von Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach (Wiesbaden: 
Breitkopf & Härtel, 1964), 40. At the same time, Wotquenne is arguably right in dating the piece to 1766 
on the basis of Bach’s Nachlaßverzeichnis. 
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piece could quite simply be read back and forth like Riepel’s and Werner’s examples, 
therefore the prime goal of this more complex notation is arguably to make the riddle 
slightly more difficult.  The form of presentation thus reflects a hermetic tendency 
traditionally associated with crab canons and similar contrapuntal intricacies 
 
Beyond the mere visual appearance, however, Bach’s composition indeed proves more 
ambitious than our previous examples by modulating toward the dominant: the 
emergence of f-sharp in bar 6 pushes the progression toward G major, and this move is 
confirmed by an authentic cadence two bars later. Furthermore, bar 3 features a 
dissonant suspension, the retrograde reading of which would at first sight promise to be 
problematic.  But Bach’s clever voice-leading eventually makes the half-note c sound 
acceptable in bar 14 as well: the momentum of the g–f–e descent resolutely brings the 
bass down to the lower neighbor d, and the held note is thus effectively “covered” first by 
contrary, then by parallel motion in the outer voices. These two moments suggest that 
Bach was hardly willing to make his life easy; one might even have the impression that 
he quite purposefully sought to apply the very techniques that would normally seem to 
render a retrograde reading impossible. Indeed, perhaps the composer had a concrete 
passage in mind from the by-then-classic Der vollkommene Capellmeister by one of the 
outstanding music theorists of his father’s generation, Johann Mattheson. Namely, on 
page 413 the "Perfect Kapellmeister" explicitly instructs his imaginary student to avoid 
by all means two compositional features, when writing a Canon cancrizans: 
 
Dissonances must not appear, namely, neither in syncopations, nor in tied notes, 
nor in dotted notes. The signs for raising or lowering pitches, b and #, must also 
stay home; except for those that actually belong to the key.16 
 
Could it be mere coincidence that Bach sought to include in his palindromic minuet 
both features that Mattheson declared unacceptable in a retrograde construction? 
Whatever the answer, it seems curious that the trio he adds to the deciphered Menuet 
on page 48 abounds in chromatic notes and suspensions, as if the composer had 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 “Dissonantzien dürffen sich nicht melden, nehmlich, weder in Rückungen, noch in Bindungen, noch in 
punctirten Noten. Auch die Zeichen der Erhöhung und Erniedrigung der Klänge, b und #, müssen zu 
Hause bleiben; ausgenommen solche, die eigentlich zur Ton-Art gehören.” Johann Mattheson, Der 
vollkommene Capellmeister (Hamburg, 1739), 413. 
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intended to draw our attention to the fact that these two techniques featured in the 
palindromic first minuet as well, notwithstanding all clever demonstrations of their 
uselessness in such pieces by some high-minded theorists.   
 
A third feature that adds to the complexity of Bach’s crab minuet is the hemiola 
introduced in bars 6-7.  On its first appearance it aptly prepares the approaching 
cadence; in bars 10-11, however, it makes a less convincing impression—indeed, its 
return may prove one of the features that should raise the listener’s suspicion that the 
piece is somehow constructed “automatically.” At the same time, Bach evidently seems 
more interested in delivering a musically satisfactory minuet than alerting the listener to 
its underlying structural principle, since he commits a slight bit of cheating in bar 9. The 
addition of an ornament on the first note of the melody (a feature that does not follow 
from the backwards reading) establishes a clearly perceptible relationship with the first 
measure of the piece, and thereby inevitably diminishes our chances to recognize this 
bar as starting the retrograde of the previous four measures. 
 
Besides its special musical qualities explored above, Bach’s Menuet is of special 
relevance for us, since its 1770 publication date renders it a plausible source of 
inspiration for Haydn’s own al roverso minuet, apparently composed in 1772. Whether 
Haydn would have been able to browse the Musikalische Vielerley is of course an open 
question;17 nonetheless, as Leisinger and Gerlach have already noted, this very piece was 
enthusiastically described in the 9 April 1770 issue of Johann Adam Hiller’s 
Musikalische Nachrichten und Anmerkungen, and even reprinted in the same journal 
on 4 June of the same year (see Example 6).18 In addition, the editor felt prompted to 
complement Bach’s piece with another minuet written in the same manner by “one of 
our friends” (perhaps Hiller himself?), though he had to admit in all modesty that, due 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Leisinger notes that Hiller’s journal was first advertized in Vienna as late as 1777; see his Joseph Haydn, 
274.  
 
18 In this context it may be worth pointing out that the Musikalische Nachrichten published a detailed 
review about a set of Haydn symphonies on 29 January 1770, a mere two months or so before Hiller’s first 
discussion of Bach’s riddle minuet. Sooner or later Haydn would likely have learned about a review of his 
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to the inevitable restrictions imposed by the palindromic technique, “it could only 
become a copy.”19   
 




Having surveyed the earlier pieces by Riepel and Werner, one has to agree with Ulrich 
Leisinger that Haydn would hardly have needed Bach’s direct inspiration to come up 
with a crab minuet of his own.20  Nonetheless, assuming that he came across the two 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 “Einer unserer Freunde hat den Spaß nachzuahmen gesucht; freylich konnte es bey einer so 
eingeschränkten Art nichts anders als eine Copie werden.” [Johann Adam Hiller], “Fortsetzung über das 
musikalische Vielerley,” Musikalische Nachrichten und Anmerkungen, 4 June 1770, 180-181. 
 
20 See Leisinger, Joseph Haydn, 274-275. By the same token, Brian Newbould, though unaware of the 
older tradition of palindromic minuets, suggested that the connection between Bach’s and Haydn’s pieces 
could not be taken for granted, since its simple texture and block-chordal style rendered the minuet the 
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crab minuets as published in the Musikalische Nachrichten, Hiller’s apologetic 
comment would obviously had sounded like a call to arms to him: if an eminent German 
critic, whose opinions he was so sensitive about, suggested that there was no way to 
write a palindromic minuet altogether different from Bach’s piece, the self-conscious 
Haydn must immediately have felt prompted to contribute a musical essay of his own 
that should have essentially nothing to do with Bach’s Menuet. Should the Menuet al 
roverso of Symphony No. 47, then, be understood primarily as Haydn’s effort to teach 
those Northern Germans a lesson in learned composition, after all? If so, it seems 
doubly ironic that, whether Haydn was aware of this or not, Bach’s own piece might also 
have been intended as a tacit critique of the opinions of another North German theorist, 
Johann Mattheson. 
 
V.  Joseph Haydn’s Menuet al roverso (1772) 
 
After examining these few crab minuets with which Haydn may easily have been 
familiar, one can conclude that his contribution puts this curios subgenre into an 
altogether different context. To be sure, Riepel was merely extemporizing a textbook 
example, but even Werner and Bach played the structural joke on a lower scale, both 
delivering eight bars of music to be played back and forth. By contrast, Haydn provides 
ten measures for the minuet and further twelve for the trio, which also requires a 
retrograde reading to produce its second half (see Example 7).  Furthermore, if Werner’s 
Menuetto cancrizante was inspired by a programmatic title, and Bach presented his 
own piece as a riddle obviously intended for a more or less Kenner audience, then 
Haydn’s writing the crab minuet for full orchestra, and including it as an independent 
movement in a regular symphony, gives his essay an entirely different complexion.  
Admittedly, the hypothetical single-person audience of the composer’s Esterházy 
symphonies—the baryton-playing Nicolaus II—was in some respect a Kenner, 
nonetheless, the conspicuous dynamic contrasts and the differentiated orchestration 
(pointed out already by Landon) suggest that Haydn intended to render the underlying 
structural trick of the piece perceptible to all attentive listeners.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
most appropriate genre for such formal experiments anyway. See his “A Schubert palindrome,” 19th-
Century Music XV/3 (Spring 1992), 208. 
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Example 7: Haydn, Symphony No. 47 in G, mvt. III.
Menuet al roverso
[     ]
[     ]
[     ]
[     ]
[     ]




[   ]





[   ] [   ]
[    ] [    ]
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The minuet starts the usual way, with a dotted half tonic note accompanied by an 
arpeggiated bass, and in bar 2 Haydn applies the same kind of V–V42 progression we 
observed in Werner’s piece: the c–a heard on the last beat as dominant prolongation will 
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point, however, our attention is attracted by a seemingly non-structural feature: the 
(implied) forte dynamics of the opening pair of measures unexpectedly change to piano, 
and the composer tugs us back and forth between these two dynamic levels until the 
arrival of the half cadence in bar 10. Since bars 3-8 present a rather straightforward 
harmonic progression (tonic–dominant–tonic–subdominant–tonic) elaborated via 
hints of contrary and parallel motion, the forte arrivals on the dotted half notes 
inevitably leave a lasting impression—one arguably memorable enough to be 
remembered when hearing the same progression backwards a few moments later. Just 
to make sure, however, Haydn accelerates the dynamic alternation in bar 8, adds an 
extra twist by the downward skip of a sixth, and immediately repeats the entire 
measure.  Anyone failing to have a sense of déjà entendu when the final bar also gets 
immediately repeated, and we hear the same oddly accented skips twice again, was 
likely not paying much attention to the music anyway. Nevertheless, Haydn gives the 
inattentive listener yet another chance to look behind the curtains in the trio, which 
opens with a miniature retrograde of a mere five bars: the first horn ascends from the 
tonic note to its fifth, but immediately falls back from this peak to the starting pitch, and 
this collapse gets further highlighted by the entrance of the oboes. Besides, the 
subsequent bars are simple in the extreme: both the parallel thirds of the two violins 
(bars 25-27) and the ensuing (yet again, palindromic) V42–I6– V42 progression proves 
easily recognizable even if heard backwards. And all of this multiple symmetry is of 
course topped by the da Capo of the Menuet—whoever hears such a series of acoustic 
cues and might still believe that this could be just another, simple minuet, must indeed 
be called unmusical. 
 
Overall, if one tends to think of contrapuntal intricacies like the retrograde inversion as 
a kind of hermetic art, which should conceal its construction from the uninitiated, 
Haydn’s approach could certainly be viewed as an act of Enlightenment: his audience is 
cordially invited to take a glimpse into the mechanics of the work. Indeed, his non-
mystifying approach prompts one to consider what Haydn himself may have thought of 
crab minuets in general. Gerlach insists that he must have taken this piece seriously, as 
testified to by his recycling of it in his A-major keyboard sonata a year or so later. 
Nonetheless, the odd dynamic alternations described above inevitably result in an 
estranged character:  should this be read as a sign of Haydn’s actually making fun of the 
retrograde technique itself, which he might have viewed as a relic of the past that up-to-
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date composers could only evoke tongue-in-cheek?21 Riepel certainly thought so, and if 
we assume Haydn was familiar with Werner’s and Bach’s pieces as well, he might have 
concluded that crab minuets were used by serious composers either to humorously 
illustrate a peculiar program, or to offer playful musical riddles to their customers. 
 
One must also comment on the obvious impact the dynamic accents have on the metric 
structure of Haydn’s minuet. The extra weight given to bars 4, 6 and 8 inevitably raises 
doubts about which bars should have the true metric accent, and the issue gets more or 
less settled only at the end, with the repetition of a full accented measure in bar 9, and 
the ensuing half cadence. Since the retrograde starts with the same repetition, the 
uncertainty regarding the position of metric accents will haunt the entire second half as 
well—a feature that has played no significant role in our earlier four- and eight-bar 
examples.22  Furthermore, as Wolfram Steinbeck has pointed out, our metric 
expectations are even more subverted in Haydn’s trio, the opening (palindromic) chunk 
of which sounds of different length when read forward and backwards: whereas the 
regular reading ends on a downbeat in bar 25, and thus consists of altogether five bars, 
the first quarter note of the retrograde will inevitably be heard as a mere upbeat to a 
four-measure phrase. Viewed from this angle, Haydn’s minuet proves an elaborate essay 
not merely on the reversibility of harmonies and melodic lines, which seemed the 
composers’ prime interest in all our previous examples, but also exploits in full the 
ambiguities resulting from the inversion of metric accents (a recurring thumbprint in 
Haydn’s “regular” minuets, of course). 
 
In 1773 Haydn recycled this minuet in his A-major sonata for keyboard, a decision that 
may or may not reflect Prince Nicolaus’s special liking for the movement (as Landon 
believed), but certainly suggests that Haydn himself was satisfied enough with it. As 
usual, the two-hand arrangement diverges from the symphonic original in certain 
respects (including transposition up a major second), which are of little interest for the 
present study. Two issues related to the change of context, however, are certainly worth 
pointing out. First, the keyboard version does away with all the eccentric dynamic marks 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 I am grateful to Felix Diergarten, who drew my attention to this possibility in personal communication. 
 
22 Even though Bach’s hemiola does produce momentary imbalance, it does not affect the entire character 
of his piece, which clearly preserves the traditional 4+4 division. 
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of the orchestral score. Since the entire edition is void of dynamics marks, this feature 
does not necessarily reflect a change of mind on the composer’s part.  Still, it seems 
noteworthy that these unmistakable cues, originally intended for the larger audience of 
a symphony, may indeed prove unnecessary for the ideal audience of such a sonata, 
namely the player him/herself, who is reading the music first from left to right, and then 
backwards, and therefore inevitably knows all about its construction.23  Second, in the 
keyboard sonata the minuet appears in an altogether different musical environment. 
The orchestral version is preceded by the symphony’s slow movement, which—perhaps 
not by coincidence—exhibits another sort of “learned inversion”: the opening theme is 
written in double counterpoint, the two voices of which rather predictably soon change 
places by octave transposition. By contrast, in the sonata the minuet is preceded by a 
highly elaborate Allegro moderato, and is followed by a Presto of surprising brevity that 
in effect features a continuous rush of sixteenth notes. This dramaturgy is of some 
relevance, insofar as it easily reminds one of Werner’s “June” partita, in which the 
Allegro that illustrates the pleasant summer (L’Estade amena) yields to Il Sole in 
Gambaro, which is then followed by a movement replete with repeated thirty-second 
notes entitled Il terre moto: “The Earthquake.”  Though the partita does not end at this 
point, the juxtaposition of the crab minuet and the illustration of the sublime powers of 
nature suggests that the exhausting concentration of the Menuet Cancrizante could only 
be relieved by an all-purifying storm of apocalyptic dimensions—a notion that can also 
be mapped onto the concluding pair of movements of the keyboard sonata, albeit less 
radically so.24 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 On that note, an ideal performance of Haydn’s minuet would arguably imply that the musician (whether 
sitting at the keyboard or in the orchestra) is not playing from a written-out resolution, but makes the 
effort to read the music from right to left. That said, Tom Beghin may go too far, when he blames editors 
(including those of Joseph Haydn Werke) for providing the “solution” of this piece at all—if pianists want 
to preserve the spontaneity of their performance, they are welcome to cover these passages in their own 
copy, but for all other users the written-out version is an indispensible tool for analysis. Cf. his “‘Delivery, 
Delivery, Delivery!’ Crowning the Rhetorical Process of Haydn’s Keyboard Sonatas,” in Haydn and the 
Performance of Rhetoric, ed. Tom Beghin & Sander Goldbergs (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
2007), 145. 
 
24 While the finale of Symphony No. 47 does not have this devastating character, its tempo marking Presto 
assai is also exceedingly fast even by Haydn’s standards. One may also cite a seemingly rather remote, but 
in dramatic effect strikingly close parallel to the “crab minuet–storm” dramaturgy: the much-discussed 
party scene at the end of the first act of Mozart’s Don Giovanni. The combination of the three different 
dances is a compositional tour de force not unlike the construction of a palindromic form, and the very 
moment when the continuation of the parallel dances would eventually result in their harmonic clashing 
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VI. Daniel Gottlob Türk’s Minuetto riverso (1789) 
 
As a final example it may be worth citing the crab minuet from the last pages of Türk’s 
Klavierschule (see Example 8).25  Similar to Riepel’s composition, the piece itself is 
more a demonstration of the underlying formal principle than an independent 
composition:  while the high parallel thirds in bar 6 may suggest the influence of the 
beginning of Haydn’s trio section, the emphatic use of the subdominant–tonic–
subdominant alternation effectively exploits an easily invertible harmonic progression 
only hinted in Haydn’s minuet.  Türk’s commentary, nonetheless, is of considerably 
more interest; among other aspects, he seeks to instruct his readers about the proper 
name of such retrograde constructions. He points out that the term Umkehrung could 
imply the inversion of both individual intervals and the order of melodic notes, and lists 
the Italian equivalents as Riverso (Roverscio, or al roverscio), even indicating that the 
form rovescio reflects more recent orthography.  Indeed, Haydn used the expression al 
rovescio in his string quartets op. 20 (written around the same time as Symphony No. 
47) to indicate the traditional (intervallic) inversion of a fugue subject. Whether or not 
the al roverso inscription in the autograph of the symphony should be viewed as a 
conscious effort on the composer’s part to terminologically differentiate between the two 
kinds of inversion seems difficult to determine.  In any case, the copied-out orchestral 
parts that have survived in the Esterházy collection already feature the words al 
rovescio.26 In this light, the indication Menuet al Rovescio that one finds in the first 
edition of the A-major sonata is probably not the publisher’s arbitrary amendment of 
Haydn’s original, but rather reflects the composer’s return to the less specific 




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Daniel Gottlob Türk, Klavierschule, oder Anweisung zum Klavierspielen für Lehrer und Lernende 
(Leipzig & Halle, 1789), 406-408. 
 
26 National Széchényi Library, Music Collection, shelfmark Ms. Mus. I. 63. Note that the surviving parts 
are likely not the ones directly copied from Haydn’s autograph after the completion of the symphony. 
 
27 Mozart famously used the expression Trio in canone al roverscio in the third movement of his 1782 
Wind Serenade, K. 388 (as well as its arrangement for string quintet, K. 406) to indicate the inversion of 
intervals at the beginning of the trio. Intriguingly, he obviously also went out of his way—just as Haydn 
had done in the palindromic minuet—to make the listener recognize the “trick” in the passage, i.e. the 
intervallic relationship between the two thematic entries. 
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While Türk composed an example himself, his remarks reinforced the impression, 
already unmistakable in Riepel’s discussion nearly forty years earlier, that such al 
roverscio constructions in effect belonged to the past: 
 
Nowadays one wastes less time and effort on such tricks than formerly anyway, 
and I think rightly so; since they are for the most part more for the eye than for 
the feelings.28 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 “Auf dergleichen Kunststücke verwendet man gegenwärtig überhaupt weniger Zeit und Mühe, als 
ehedem, und mich dünkt mit Recht; den sie sind größtentheils mehr für das Auge, als für die 
Empfindung.” Türk, Klavierschule, 408. 
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Notwithstanding the obsoleteness of the genre, however, theorists of the following 
decades still regularly mentioned the crab minuet, and briefly explained its 
characteristics. Heinrich Christoph Koch’s Musikalisches Lexikon, for instance, features 
an entry on “Riverso, rivescio, oder al rovescio,” which explicitly mentions Haydn’s 
symphonic minuet as the best-known example of this technique.29  Three decades later 
another Musikalisches Lexikon, edited by Johann Ernst Häuser, also devoted a few 
words to the Krebsmenuett, but tellingly phrased entirely in past tense, as if speaking of 
a historic curiosity: 
 
Crab minuet was called a minuet that was constructed so that one could play it 
not merely from the beginning, but also from the end, or forward and backward. 
One usually labeled it Riverso. Now one no longer wastes time and effort on such 
artificial playthings.30 
 
Even though the last sentence paraphrases Türk’s judgment almost word by word, there 
is little doubt that it reflects Häuser’s opinion as well: apparently, as Haydn’s 
outstanding contribution faded from prominence, the last thread between the crab 
minuet and modern musical practice was cut for good. When Gustav Schilling’s 
Universal-Lexicon der Tonkunst once again discussed the “Krebsmenuet, Menuetto 
cancherizante” only four years after Häuser, it already cited as its only example a reprint 
of the example found in the 1806 Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung, the piece allegedly 
by Hiller’s friend, which is hardly the most impressive realization of the palindromic 
technique.31  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Heinrich Christoph Koch, Musikalisches Lexikon (Frankfurt am Main, 1802), 1269-1270. 
 
30 “Krebsmenuett wurde eine Menuett genannt, die so eingerichtet war, daß man sie nicht nur von vorn, 
sondern auch von hinten, oder vor- und rückwärts spielen konnte. Man schrieb gewöhnlich Riverso 
darüber. Jetzt verwendet man auf dergleichen künstliche Spielwerke keine Zeit und Mühe mehr.” Johann 
Ernst Häuser, Musikalisches Lexikon oder Erklärung und Verdeutschung der in der Musik 
vorkommenden Ausdrücke, Benennungen und Fremdwörter, 2nd edition (Meissen & Pesth, 1833), Vol. I, 
219. Quoted in Michael Beiche, “Krebsgang,” in Handwörterbuch der musikalischen Terminologie, 15. 
Lieferung (Winter 1987/88), 5. 
 
31 See Gustav Schilling (ed.), Encyclopädie der gesammten musikalischen Wissenschaften, oder 
Universal-Lexicon der Tonkunst. Vol. 4. (Stuttgart: Franz Heinrich Köhler, 1837), 225 and 666-667. The 
reference to the minuet by Hiller’s friend (reprinted on page 767 of the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung) 
is all the more surprising, since the journal published this piece under the heading “Noch eine Menuetto 
cancherizante,” thereby reminding all readers that C. P. E. Bach’s Menuet was also reprinted there a mere 
few months earlier (on page 496). 
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VII.  Conclusion 
 
While exhaustive source research might turn up a few more crab minuets from Haydn’s 
time, as well as a few further hints of the palindrome technique in contemporary 
treatises, the foregoing overview and analyses are intended to expand upon the earlier 
scholarship regarding Haydn’s Menuet al roverso, and thus help us better appreciate 
the singularity of this well-crafted piece. The composer was certainly not inventing 
anything altogether new in his Symphony No. 47, but consciously connecting with a 
tradition he recognized because of his familiarity with at least some representative 
models. The direct source of inspiration may easily have been a similar piece by the 
adored C. P. E. Bach, but this did not necessarily lead to any obvious influence between 
the two compositions.  Indeed, it seems likely that Haydn aimed precisely at writing a 
crab minuet absolutely different from that by Bach, possibly in response to Hiller’s 
incautious comment regarding the inevitable uniformity ("it could only become a copy") 
of such pieces. Nonetheless, in at least two respects Haydn succeed in giving the old—
and indeed as good as defunct—genre a special twist: he decisively increased its 
dimensions so that it could function as an independent movement in a full-fledged 
symphony, and allotted metric ambiguity a key role unprecedented in the earlier 
examples, which tended primarily to explore the possibilities for retrograde 
construction in the field of harmony and melody. As in so many other cases, then, the 
palindromic minuet of Symphony No. 47 is certainly no experiment in the sense that 
Haydn would have been exploring brand-new ideas to test their effect.  Much to the 
contrary, his Menuet al roverso should be understood as a sort of culmination of its 
genre, which set an aesthetic standard that, as far as we are aware, went unmatched.  
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